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The Building of Clemantine: Clemantine’s life
through architecture
Suzanne Imming

Introduction
Whilst looking through all the pictures I have taken while traveling over the
years, took, I found a connection between the buildings I have photographed
and the life of Clemantine Wamariya. Their designs, structures, and presence
mirror aspects of her life that resonated within the photographs I have captured..
Clemantine herself described architecture as a “world of symbolism” (p. 219).
While most buildings and structures simply seem to exist without much care for
appearance or surroundings, architecture and the act of constructing buildings
is a form of art. When I look at buildings, especially museums, I try to see
them as pieces of art that can symbolise conflict or harmonies. They can hold
many di↵erent meanings which can be interpreted in many di↵erent ways that
connect to many di↵erent stories or emotions, as well as the history surrounding
it.. I will give my interpretation of the architecture in relation to the story of
Clemantine Wamariya in The Girl Who Smiled Beads: A Story of War and
What Comes After (2018).

Author Bio
Due to the pandemic forcing the Global Campus Read course to be held online,
Suzanne Imming had the opportunity to attend the course at West Virginia
University. She is regularly enrolled in the BA Global Governance program at
the University of Rome ‘Tor Vergata’, where she is taking a major in Political
Science, Law and History. The current semester will be the sixth and final
semester in Rome after which Suzanne plans to continue with a master. While
born and raised in the Netherlands, she moved for her studies to Italy and
for several months to Denmark. Her passion for travelling has allowed her to
experience di↵erent cultures and armed with a camera, she has been able to
capture the impressions of these countries.
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Museo Ara Pacis

This picture was taken in Museo Ara Pacis in Rome. Ara Pacis is the ancient
altar dedicated to the goddess of peace, Pax. It was inaugurated by Emperor
Augustus, the first Roman emperor. The altar is worn by time and the relief
panels are fragile. Around the altar, the city decided to build a museum. This
led to the building of the structure around it. While the design was heavily
criticized, I like how the modern and light design of the outer building contrasts
the historic altar. The altar of peace, and peace itself, is fragile and needs to
be shielded and protected from the elements of the outside environment.
Clemantine too has these contrasting parts within her. The outside shield
that she shows to the world and that what is still inside her. Her altar is not
one of peace, but of her life, her memories, and her identity. These need to be
protected by her strong and adaptable outer-persona. The outside is ensuring
the inside survives. The structures coexist and cooperate in giving each other
strength.
In order to survive as a refugee, Clemantine needed to put up a strong front. As
she describes, when people assume you are weak and vulnerable, your needs
become inferior to their needs and they will think that they can impose their will
on you. The conditions in the refugee camps were terrible but she could not let it
show that it a↵ected her.
“I tried to stay vigilant about the bugs. I tried to stay clean. I tried to
remember who I was before. I tried not to cry. But there were always bugs
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in my feet, and in my clothes, and in my bed. I worked at pretending that this was
tolerable, that this did not make me feel repulsive (...) I succeeded in projecting
this fantasy to others. When I polished up my armor I could project: I am
Clementine. I am valuable. I am a fighter. I am human. But I could not fool
myself.”
Her inner-persona remained weak and vulnerable. She continued to struggle
with her own self-worth but to the outside world she had put on an armour that
protected this girl inside. Just like the altar, the valuable but vulnerable needed
to be preserved by building a strong structure around it that could withstand
harsh winds and rain.

The Statens Museum for Kunst

The Statens Museum for Kunst (SMK) in Copenhagen consists of two different wings. In the old wing (on the right side in the picture), you can find
all the older masterpieces, including works of Rembrandt, Rubens, and Picasso.
The newer wing (on the left side) contains, mainly Danish, modern art. The
style of the two wings reflects the content displayed inside. Still, the wings are
connected and together form the National Gallery.
The way Clemantine has structured her book is similar. There is a separation
between the newer part, her life after she came to the US, and the older part,
her life as a refugee. Not only through the structure of the book but also in her
head, she has long tried to separate these two di↵erent lives of her. When she
travelled with Yale to Mombasa, Kenia, she did everything to set herself apart
from the local population out of fear.
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“I rebelled and started wearing spaghetti straps. I wore short skirts. I walked
alone. It was dangerous and stupid. I was so scared that the person I’d created
would be lost, that she was already lost. My fears had multiplied. I was scared
that the Yale group would fly home and leave me behind.” (p. 183-184).
She had wanted to prove to herself that she was her American identity, her
new life. She wanted to make a distinction between she who has a lot and those
who have barely anything, as she was part of that group in her ‘old’ life. The
lives she has lived may seem distinct, but they are interwoven. Her life as a
refugee and as an American are not di↵erent but they are the same life, hers.
While the book, just like her life, seems to be split in two, in a similar manner as
the museum, only the whole book shows the whole collection of her memories.
Memories are not linear. Through this book, Clemantine was able to combine
the two lives she has lived, creating one full museum collection of memories and
identities within her own identity. Even though these memories may seem like
they conflict, they must merge in order to create a stable environment, much
like the Statens Museum for Kunst (SMK).

Dokumentationcentrum Reichsparteitagsgeläde

This picture is of the Dokumentationcentrum Reichsparteitagsgeläde in Nuremberg. It is an information centre located in the old, but never finished Congress
hall, built by the NSDAP (National Socialist German Workers’ Party (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei)Here they held their large party rallies.
In order to inform people about what happened here, a part of the building
is now turned into a museum. The new building was designed by Günther
Domenig. What he constructed is in stark contrast with the old Congress hall.
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Throughout the museum, you see the di↵erence between the two constructions.
Domenig designed it in such a way that it very clearly contrasted the old building and would not honour the architecture of the Nazis. The new building is
aggressively setting itself apart.
In the later parts of Clemantine’s life, you can sense that she is getting angry
and frustrated with how she is perceived. Instead of people pitying her and
saying that she must have struggled so much, she wants people to acknowledge
that, in spite of everything, she is still alive. She has survived and has achieved
many things in her life. She is not a helpless refugee anymore. As she writes
herself about the people who listened to her story, “You have no idea. I shared
one second of my life with you. I’m not the poor kid you think I am.” (p.139)
Both ways of perceiving Clemantine are built on the same foundation, like
the museum is built on and in the old congress hall, but the outcome screams
the want of being distinct. She does not want her story to be used by the entertainment industry for good ratings, the same way Oprah used her story to show
a supposedly happy ending to her viewers, and she does not want to be pitied
because of the horrors she experienced throughout her life. Clemantine did not
deny her refugee past by demolishing that old structure, instead she built another structure distinct from it on the same foundation, like the documentation
centre.

Mont Blanc Mountain Station

Humans are capable of incredible things. An example of this is, like building
a mountain station and a cable car leading there on top of a mountain. It always
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makes me wonder how much e↵ort there must have gone into building it. The
picture is of the mountain station on the Italian side of the Mont Blanc (Monte
Bianco). In awful conditions, in a very harsh environment, they managed to
build something so strong and durable to withstand the environment.
Clemantine also was able to build something in a harsh environment, she
managed to build herself, her identity.. Stone by stone she is building who
she is. She still doesn’t have all the words to describe many of the moments
and atrocities she has experienced. Her body has felt alien and like a burden,
something she just had to carry with her. When going shopping with Mrs Kline
for sandals, she tries to imagine that her feet are those of another person as
hers are her weakness. They have been invested with bugs. Only when they are
not hers, the sandals can look good. However, even when remembering having
been raped, she keeps in mind: “This happened. Men came, seeking to destroy
my body and demolish my future. But I cannot be ruined.”(p.206) She was still
alive. Not even harsh winds or the freezing cold of mountains held her down.
Every awful moment she went through as a child led her to become like the
robust mountain station on top of the mountain. She climbed up and built her
own strong identity, capable of surviving in the harsh environments of her life.

Lantmännen Cerealia

This last picture shows a factory of Lantmännen Cerealia, which produces
largely grain-based products. The factory is located in the middle of the Swedish
city of Malmø, next to the university and a popular food market. However,
despite being a factory, it fits into its surroundings. The silos are painted in
the same colour as the buildings in front of the factory, making them blend in
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with the street view. The factory is still there, visible and present, but there is
a general balance with its surroundings.
In the last chapters of the book, Clemantine starts finding a peace and balance
within her. She starts doing talks around the country to share her experiences
as a child. She has become capable of publicly talking about it. As a reader,
you get the feeling that through writing this book she was able to give her
memories a place in her life. There is a sense of balance and peace with the
past. There are still instances where the balance must still be found, so is her
relationship with her family still estranged. Clemantine writes that “[n]one of
[them] were the same people who’d lived together in that house in Kigali. Those
people had died.” (p. 115) By writing down her story, she could make a logical
and coherent narrative of her life instead of scattered memories in her mind.
During her travels through Europe with her mother, Clemantine saw that her
mother had a story that allowed her to live in peace with what happened and so
she wrote down her own story to find the balance between the multiple lives she
has lived. She is not denying what happened or trying to set herself apart from
it. She has accepted it. The memories and traumas are still there, ever-present,
but it has blended in with all the other parts that make Clemantine who she is.
Just like with the factory in Malmø, the past is still very much there, however,
it is in harmony with everything else.

Conclusion
The life story of Clemantine Wamariya, told in her book The Girl Who Smiled
Beads: A Story of War and What Comes After (2018), mirrors in many ways
the structures we see around us. Her life contains many contrasts, periods and
identities that don’t seem to come together in one whole. Only near the end of
the book do the di↵erent experiences and attitudes of Clemantine melt together.
Similar things can be seen in architecture. Contrasts in structures, materials
and colours can be used to put an emphasis on the di↵erences, but also to bring
the di↵erences in harmony. Just like the buildings in the pictures, Clemantine
has tried to set herself apart from her past, she has put on multiple masks to
shield herself from her environment, but finally, she found peace within herself
and with her past. The di↵erences between the structures of her life have come
together in harmony.
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